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Analysis THE CHALLENGES and opportunities facing the NHS in England over emergency hospital admissions have been revealed by the initial findings of a five-year research programme.
QualityWatch has found that the number of admissions of patients with avoidable conditions has risen by 48 per cent in the past 12 years to more than one million a year. This compares to a 34 per cent rise for non-avoidable admissions.
As a result of the rise, one fifth of all emergency admissions can be classed as preventable, and hence present the NHS with an opportunity to curb the ever-increasing pressures on emergency departments (EDs).
The figures have been drawn from an analysis of more than 56 million emergency admissions between 2001 and 2013. They are part of the first tranche of data compiled by the programme, which is a collaboration by the Health Foundation and Nuffield Trust.
QualityWatch's findings on avoidable emergency admissions for ambulatory care sensitive conditions, contrasts with those of other aspects of health care, such as cancer care, diagnostic tests, elective treatments and infection control.
Health Foundation chief executive Jennifer Dixon says: 'On most indicators examined, quality appears to be at least maintained. But urgent care stands out as being an area to watch.' She concludes that the quality of care outside hospital should be 'a high priority for action'.
Opportunities NHS Confederation community health services forum chair Michael Scott agrees. He says: 'Emergency departments are under more pressure than ever before and so it is vital we take every opportunity to care for patients at home or in their communities. ' Attempts to find ways to reduce pressures on EDs have already begun. NHS England has launched the Keogh Review of the urgent and emergency care system, for example, while ministers are launching pilot projects on integrated care and care for vulnerable older people. Details of these pilots are expected soon.
RCN general secretary Peter Carter thinks that there should be an immediate reinvestment in community nursing.
He says: 'District nurses can prevent unnecessary hospital admissions and reduce the strain on emergency departments, yet there has been a 40 per cent reduction in their numbers in the last decade. This decline must be reversed. ' Dr Carter says that, in providing an 'in-depth and well researched' assessment of health services, the QualityWatch research programme could prompt a change for the better.
One of the most striking aspects of the QualityWatch findings is their detail. 
